DAVID NIXON: A strong sense of place

Jeanette Siddall

Northern Ballet Theatre celebrated its 40th birthday in 2009 and later this year, moves into its first purpose-built home with Phoenix Dance Theatre. The company has won a number of accolades and is the only company to win the National Dance Awards’ Audience Award for three successive years. Artistic Director, David Nixon, has been twice voted Director of the Year by readers of Dance Europe and was awarded an OBE for services to dance in the New Year Honours list. Jeanette Siddall caught up with him in the midst of an extensive tour of the UK.

What attracted you to leave your job as Artistic Director of BalletMet in Ohio and cross the Atlantic to head up what is now a quintessentially English ballet company?

The timing was right. I had been with BalletMet for six years and Mark Skipper, Chief Executive of Northern Ballet Theatre, was very persuasive! I was born in Canada, and trained and started my dancing career there, but most of my working life has been international so I was open to the possibility of leaving one place for another. I was particularly attracted by running a company where the dancers are on year-round contracts, which was not possible in Ohio.

Northern Ballet Theatre is special because of its commitment to narrative and I am passionate about narrative dance. Sometimes, I feel I have to defend it, which seems strange in a country with such a strong narrative tradition. I suppose this commitment to narrative, as much as the Englishness of many of the stories at the heart of our repertoire, gives the Company its distinctive identity. 

Can you remember your first impressions of Leeds?

Leeds was a very different place then. When I arrived at the train station it was being renovated and was shrouded in boards and scaffolding. The place felt dark and forbidding. I have loved seeing the transformation of Leeds over the last ten years, it is truly amazing. The city centre is now buzzing and vibrant while retaining its elegance and grandeur. In around eight minutes out of this great city centre you are in green spaces and tree-lined residential areas. I love that about Leeds.

Did you find any big differences in ballet and the arts between the USA and England?

Interestingly, I think the role of the community in supporting arts organisations is stronger in the USA. In Ohio I felt the local community was totally behind us and supported us financially. That seems quite unusual in this country, even for Board members, and I think it is a bigger issue than tax breaks; it is a different kind of culture. In the States, if a company had to relocate to a different part of town for a while, like the Royal Ballet did when the Royal Opera House was redeveloped, the audience would follow them. American communities have the kind of connection with arts organisations that people over here have with their football teams.

With hindsight, is there anything you would have done differently when you first arrived at Northern Ballet Theatre?

In many ways I fitted in really easily. My predecessor, Christopher Gable, had brought his theatre experience to Northern Ballet Theatre and I brought mine. My experience was different but, essentially, it was in the same language.  
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